146                        The Flower Lover
gained his feet they had vanished. "Could I have been dreaming?"
he said to himself. "But then I have not been asleep. Could they
be ghosts?" He wondered and marveled to himself on his ex-
traordinary experience but was not afraid, as his visitors, be they
human or supernatural, had appeared to be benign.
On the following evening the girls were already there among the
flowers when Hsiian-wei went out for a stroll in his garden and
they were trying to persuade Ah-tso to go to Aunt Feng to make
her apologies. "But why should I go to that old woman," Ah-tso
said angrily, "when we can ask our host here to help us." "You
are right, sister," the others said, and then turning to Hsiian-wei
they said, "We are all inhabitants of your garden and we have
been the victims of unkind storms year after year. In the past we
have sought protection from Auntie Eighteen, but since Ah-tso
offended her last night we can no longer depend on her. If you,
kind host, would give us your protection we shall try to repay you
in some small way." "What can I do to help you?" Hsiian-wei
asked. "All you have to do," Ah-tso answered, "is to prepare a red
banner with the sun and moon and the Five Constellations painted
on it and set it up to the east of the garden on the first of the
year. That will protect us from all danger. But since the time has
already passed this year, you can do so on the twenty-first of this
month at the first sign of a breeze from the east." Hsiian-wei
promised to carry out these instructions, whereupon the girls again
vanished among the flowers.
Hsiian-wei had the banner made the very next day and on the
twenty-first a wind began to blow briskly early in the morning.
He immediately set the banner up to the east of the garden. Soon
the wind waxed stronger and stronger until it caused the sand
to fly and the rocks to roll and wrought destruction among the
forests and gardens everywhere except in Hsiian-wei's garden,
where not a single flower was disturbed. Then it came to him that
the girls were no other than the spirits of the flowers, that the
youngest of them was the spirit of the pomegranate, and that Aunt
Feng was the Goddess of Wind.
That evening the flower fairies came to thank him. Each